The Mission of Protestant Christianity 		11/2/47





Scripture:  I Corinthians 13





About this time last year, specifically on the evening of the last Sunday of October last year, we had a Union “Reformation Sunday” service in this room with Dr. Alfred W. Swan of Madison as the preacher.  And we had our hearts and minds stirred by his presentation of some practical considerations for our day in a spirit that is for much longer than our day.





Last Sunday, in this year, was observed in some pulpits as Reformation Sunday.  Today will see a further emphasis on that theme in many pulpits - among them this one.  I want to speak today of the mission of Protestant Christianity.  For I believe that Protestant Christianity does have a tremendous mission and that it is terribly important that the mission be fulfilled.





Among too many of us the study of history is not popular.  We are comfortable, and hopeful, enough so that we have no urge to learn of the struggles of mankind in the past -- the record of success and failure, by the observing of which we might ourselves learn, without some of the pains and consequences of trial and error.





The Reformation of the 16th century was more of a revolution than a reformation.  Luther had not intended a division of the church, but rather the purification of the church from within.  He was apologetic to the Pope for the violence of the storm his theses seemed to have created.  However he had not created the storm.  That arose out of the conditions of the time in which he lived.





A constant struggle had been going on in the Roman church for a couple of hundred years before Luther.  The papal party wanted power centralized in the pope.  A counciliar or democratic movement wanted ultimate ecclesiastical authority placed in church councils.  About 1480, the pope condemned and prohibited any appeal to a general council of the church.  That put the cork over this jug of spiritual fermentation until Luther and the reformers - Calvin, Knox and the others - came along about 50 years later.  If “reformation” was evaded in the 15th century, the reactionary policies of church leaders brought on revolution in the 16th century.





When Luther nailed up his 95 theses on the church door, they were intended for debate.  They included ideas like these: “Repentance is not an act; it is a life-long habit of mind.  The true treasury of the church is God’s forgiving grace.  The Christian seeks, rather than avoids, divine discipline.”  Theses like these were not merely debated in academic fashion.  They raced into the thinking of people the length and breadth of the empire!





Even in the heat of debate Luther, and the other early Reformers, did not fully understand the radical, revolutionary principle involved in their actions.  And Luther tried hard to avoid an open rupture in the church.  The Reformers tried to establish at least 3 principles as the fundamental essence of Christianity.





(1)  That the Scriptures, rather than the pope, were the final word for Christian living.  Modern Protestants are well aware of this axiom which we call the “authority of the Scriptures.”





(2)  The ultimate reality in man’s relationship to God is not the discipline or requirements of the church, but faith.





(3)  People are directly responsible to God for their spiritual welfare and status - not dependent on a priestly mediator to establish favor with God.





These Reformation principles constituted a radical departure from the current practice of the day.  And they are still a departure from the church which continued in the papal tradition.  Luther and his associates brought about a revolution by the very act of challenging the authority of pope and church to hold in bondage the mind and spirit of the people.





The cornerstone of democracy in religion, as well as the chief bulwark of political democracy, is the principle of the freedom of individual man himself -- and his responsibility.  Too many Protestants have never grasped this.  Even Luther himself missed it.  Responsible human freedom is the dynamic factor in the Protestant movement!





Too often we Protestants have neglected this freedom, or have organized for ourselves new, closed, authoritarian systems and creeds which we do not want challenged.  Whether or not men are ever again to be bound in intellectual and spiritual slavery will depend in no small measure upon the capacity of Protestant Christianity to realize the depth and importance of its own relationship to the struggle for human freedom.





The underlying issue of our day is the same as it was in Luther’s day: human freedom.  It is the struggle between totalitarian and democratic protagonists.  Political freedom requires the religious sanctions of Protestant Christianity.  Without that, it will be overwhelmed!





The task of the reformation remains incomplete.  The repudiation of freedom, democracy and tolerance is as firmly entrenched in the practice of the Vatican as ever before.  The spirit of totalitarianism is condoned and practiced by many Protestants as well in whose churches the spirit of free inquiry is not encouraged or countenanced.  The sons of the Reformation have yet to claim their full birthright of freedom!  Meanwhile authoritarian totalitarianism resurges in a world wherein the pendulum has begun a serious swing back from individualism and freedom and democracy.





The basic ideas of this period in Western history have come to fruition in our own nation, with significant results.  New patterns of organization in politics, religion, education and social well-being have emerged.  Now we are presented with the demand that they stand in the face of resurging collectivism.  For desperate populations have turned away from freedom in the hope of survival.





There have been abuses in the practice of freedom against which the world is now reacting.  We free individuals and nations have gone about our self-interested way without concern for others.  We have taken freedom as a privilege without completely accepting the Christian’s responsibility to love neighbor as well as self.  Neither men nor nations can be a law unto themselves serving only, or even chiefly, selfish ends.  The world and the universal moral order will not tolerate it.





The free churches of Protestantism are equipped with the ideas, the experience, the spiritual resources to provide the spiritual foundation for freedom everywhere.  This is the mission of Protestant Christianity, and we must be about it.  In order to fulfill this mission several emphases are necessary.





(1)  Protestantism must be on guard over freedom.  Totalitarian governments and totalitarian churches not only do not desire the kind of freedom we want -- they don’t believe in it and are not willing to concede it.  In totalitarian countries the free churches must either obey the state or face drastic persecution.  It is so also in states dominated by an authoritarian church.  The situation in Italy has now developed to a point where a Protestant pastor must apply for a permit to hold a funeral service.  Such a permit was sought recently and no answer received for a whole month.  Another Protestant pastor applied for permission to marry a couple of his members who wished him to unite them.  The Catholic mayor denied the request.  So it goes in Italy.  So it goes in Portuguese Africa where missionaries of our Board have not been permitted to return and native Protestant Christians are under constant pressure.  So it is the avowed belief of the Roman Church, taught in the textbooks of its higher schools, that church and state ought not to be separate.  And that the state church (meaning their own where established) has rights which error (Protestantism and pagan) does not possess.





I believe heartily in tolerance, and gladly concede the right of all my friends of the Catholic or any other faith to worship as they wish.  And I want the same kind of tolerance from their church toward me and my church.  Any less responsible tolerance than this is silly and dangerous.





(2)  It is the Protestant mission to demonstrate, right within the life of Protestant Christianity, that it is possible for society to have order and unified progress and at the same time to have freedom.





The world seeks frantically for order.  The desperate need for order is seen readily in the efforts of the United Nations assembly to find its basis.  The life of the free Protestant churches drawing close together in collaboration and in united effort can, if we will make it effective, be a demonstration of what free groups can do together.  [Federation type of union]





(3)  Protestantism has a primary high mission to witness the place of individuality in a collective society.  The world is reacting to individualism without social responsibility, which becomes license.  Jesus taught the primacy of the individual person.  He also stressed the fact that the individual person has responsibilities for his fellow men.  This responsibility must now be especially emphasized.





We have no right to individual freedom if it cannot be disciplined to serve the common good.  This is the practical application of the Protestant doctrine of the “priesthood of all believers.”





(4)  Protestant Christianity has a crusading responsibility for the creation of moral order in the corporate life of the community - local, national, and in all the world.  Moral order is essential to the good life.  We must continue to have a passion for the individual souls of people.  But we must also be concerned for the kind of community order in which individuals must live.





There are grounds for believing that Protestant Christianity will measure up to its obligation.  Every time a man willingly accepts responsibility, for instance, on his church’s EMC committee; every time a Christian speaks up in defense of racial and religious tolerance; every time one casts his vote for someone who will work for true democratic right, he contributes a responsible bit toward the need of this day.  Everyone who resolves to give more of time, substance, and self (taking his religion seriously) - and keeps the resolution - furthers the cause of this mission.





Let Protestants produce what they had in the past;  Bunyan’s faithfulness even in jail; the courage of Ridley and Latimer burned at the stake by the state church in England yet declaring that they would light a candle which would never go out in that land of freedom and religious liberty.





Let us have the courage of Luther and the faith of all who sing with him:





	A mighty fortress is our God; A bulwark never failing.





--------------





	Delivered in Wisconsin Rapids, November 2, 1947.


